ABSTRACT
This Polanyi essay has long been out of print and has relapsed into the obscurity of its first thirty-three years of existence. This is an interesting short essay that it now seems timely to re-publish. 3 In the last few years, a spate of "popular atheism" books has been published which have sold many copies for their authors and publishers and stirred the waters of controversy. More importantly, scholars like Charles Taylor have provided a searching cultural analysis and criticism of modern forms of atheism in books like A Secular Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 2007) . See, for example, the discussion of what Taylor terms "a new, more nuanced map of the ideological terrain" in which he suggests that there is a three-cornered and-perhaps a four-cornered-struggle in contemporary culture between religious belief, the "humanist primacy of life" vision, and what he calls "the immanent counter-Enlightenment" perspective (636). In a somewhat similar fashion, Wesley Wildman, in Religious and Spiritual Experiences (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), recently described the contemporary religious landscape as a contested domain in which there is interaction between supernaturalists, supranaturalists (i.e., those who conceive ultimate reality as an active, aware and purposive personal being), religious naturalists, and anti-religious naturalists (23). It is easy enough to see some affinities between the type of four-fold analysis Polanyi did in 1948 and ideas put forth more recently by Taylor and Wildman.
A word about the original context into which Polanyi's essay fits may be helpful. Polanyi prepared this essay for a December 17-20, 1948 meeting of a group convened by his friend J. H. Oldham where it (along with other papers) was discussed. This was either the ninth or tenth such Oldham-convened meeting that Polanyi participated in. The earliest ones were in 1944 (June 23-25 and December 15-18) in the group called the Moot which officially dissolved after the death of Karl Mannheim (January 9, 1947), although Oldham began convening other Moot-like groups (some even called the "Moot") almost immediately. Keith Clements, the Oldham biographer who recently edited The Moot Papers, Faith, Freedom and Society, 1938 -1947 (London: T &T Clark, 2010 , has suggested that, after the death of Mannheim, Polanyi's ideas and writings often were the focus of attention in Oldham's discussion groups which always included a number of important religious and literary intellectuals (17).
The archival correspondence between Polanyi and Oldham makes clear that Polanyi sent to Oldham most of his essays (including the Riddell Lectures) published in the forties (Box 15, Folders 3-5 in MPP). 4 Oldham often reported that he found these essays illuminating and he often included them as part of the reading material for his discussion group meetings and he sometimes set aside discussion time on his meeting agendas specifically for treatment of Polanyi's papers. After first reading "Forms of Atheism," Oldham wrote to Polanyi "I am profoundly grateful to you for your paper. You could not have written anything that goes more to the heart of the situation or more deserving of discussion by the group" (11 October 1948, Box 15, Folder 4 in MPP). Oldham's "Note on Agenda" (Box 15, Folder 8 in MPP) sent to those planning to attend the meeting of December 17-20, 1948 suggested that Polanyi's "Forms of Atheism" should be the lead-off paper presented and discussed on the evening of December 17, 1948 and the following morning of December 18. He also suggested that on December 18, "we might, perhaps, give the evening session to a consideration of what Polanyi says on pp. 1-2 of his paper about the fiduciary mode."
The meeting on December 17-20, 1948 was a follow-up to some earlier discussion group meetings and often Oldham's meetings had a rather diffuse topic. In a May 13, 1948 letter to Polanyi, Oldham described the upcoming December meeting as "a continuation of our conversations about God, approached from the standpoint of modern atheisms" (Box 15, Folder 4 in MPP). In this letter, Oldham mentions the possibility of inviting "Father Lubac, the French Jesuit" to this meeting. Oldham had apparently recently read-and Polanyi's essay confirms that he had also read-Lubac's Drame de l' humanisme athée.
Polanyi's initial response to Oldham's comments on the topic of the upcoming December 17-20 meeting is interesting:
I also feel a little at a loss as to how I could contribute to the subject which you suggest. Our meetings leave me increasingly with the feeling that I have no right to describe myself as a Christian. So perhaps I may feel the part of the outsider in the discussion. But my dominant sentiment is really this: Whatever meeting you may call and invite me to, I shall certainly attend. I don't think the subject will make very much difference to the benefit which I will derive from such a meeting (31 May, 1948, Box 15, Folder 4 
in MPP).
Oldham's response of June 1, 1948 (Box 15, Folder 4 in MPP) assured Polanyi that the shape of the upcoming meeting was still open and would remain so until he talked further with Polanyi. Polanyi's later letter to Oldham (25 June, 1948, Box 15, Folder 4 in MPP) proposed that he was "restive about the combination of Marxism and Biblicism" that he increasingly found in writings of members of Oldham's groups as well as elsewhere. Polanyi was quite pointed in questioning this linkage and Oldham invited him to formulate his ideas in a paper for the December 17-20, 1948 meeting. Apparently, Polanyi wrote
